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Background  
There appears to be a general acceptance that individuals with intellectual 
disability (ID) have deficits in motivation. Yet research with infants and 
young children has usually identified few differences in motivation for 
children with ID compared with those of the same mental age  who are 
developing typically. Studies of motivation in children with ID in the middle 
years of childhood or adolescence are almost non-existent. However, 
research conducted more than 30 years ago (Harter & Zigler, 1974) 
continues to be cited as evidence of motivational deficits in those with ID 
even though the life experiences of people with ID have changed 
dramatically since that time.  
 
 
Method  
The participants were 33 children and adolescents with Down syndrome aged 
10 to 15 years and 33 typically developing 3 to 8 year old children, matched 
on mental age (mean = 55 months). Children completed a set of laboratory 
tasks designed to assess various aspects of motivation. The measures 
originally used by Harter and Zigler (curiosity, preference for challenge, 
mastery for the sake of competence) were replicated and a measure of 
persistence, another core component of motivation according to more recent 
researchers (Morgan, Harmon & Maslin-Cole, 1990), was developed. Mothers 
completed the Dimensions of Mastery Questionnaire (DMQ) and the EZ-
Personality Questionnaire (EZPQ). 
 
 
Results  
There were no significant group differences on the motivation tasks. Children 
and adolescents with Down syndrome displayed levels of motivation that 
were similar to those of typically developing children of the same mental age. 
However, on the questionnaire measures (DMQ and EZPQ) children with 
Down syndrome were rated as being significantly less motivated than were 
typically developing children. An examination of the pattern of correlations 
among the measures showed both similarities and differences between the 
two groups. 
 
 
Conclusions / Implications  
These results confirm the findings of many previous studies with younger 
children. In middle childhood and adolescence, despite the fact that many 
children with ID have now accumulated more experiences of failure than 
have most typically developing children, they nevertheless do not display 
lower levels of motivation when presented with challenging or novel tasks. 
The fact that mothers of children with Down syndrome rate their children as 
lower in motivation may be due to their judgements being based on 
comparisons with their child’s same-age peers, rather than those of the same 
mental age. The findings from this study challenge long-held views that 
people with ID are deficient in motivation and thus have important 
implications for those who work with children and adolescents with ID. In 
particular, if low motivation is presumed to characterize ID, then children 
may not be offered opportunities for autonomous displays of motivated 
behaviour, thus undermining their existing motivation and subsequently also 
their competence.  
 
 
 
